












fit neatly into the structural model of society formulated 
by the French anthropologist, Claude Levi-Strauss, who 
proposed a male-controlled exchange system in which 
women are considered as "objects " or "gilts " to be 
traded upon marriage. Among the Ojibway, mothers and 
grandmothers, playing key roles as ""exchangers," fre
quently orchestrated first inarriage arrangements for 
sons and daughters. John Tanner, a white captive who 
spent much of his youth and adult life with an Ojibway 
band whose territory included portions of northwestern 
Minnesota, became aware of the authority of women in 
inarriage exchange when be attempted to find a wife on 
his own and was reprimanded by his foster mother. He 
recalled that "'It was not the business of young men to 
bring home their wives. Here, said I, is our mother, 
whose business it is to find wives for us wdien we want 
them. "2 ' 

The idea that inarriage is an exchange of women also 
assumes that it is invariably women who leave the paren
tal household to live with their husband's kin. In some 
cases young women did move to the locality of their 
husband's male relatives upon marriage. The custom 
considered preferable, however, was for the new bus-
band to live with bis wife's parents for two or more years. 
Galled bride service, this custom was practiced among 
the Vlinnesota Ojibway and neighboring groups at least 
until the mid-19tb century and probably later. While 
reasons for this preference are not explicitly stated, the 
resultant practice did afford the new wife's parents an 
opportunity to watch over their new son-in-law to insure 
that he would become a good hunter, husband, and 
father. Observance of bride service also gave the young 
wife an opportunity to be close to her own female kin 
upon the birth of her first child. ^̂  

Evidence concerning the extent to which young 
women bad a say in first marriages that were arranged 
for them is conflicting at best. These women were not, 
however, bound by custom to accept the fate of a lifelong 
bad marriage. Women, as well as men, had the option of 
divorce, and the primary sources indicate that they exer
cised it. If, for example, a first husband proved to be a 
poor hunter, if he showed cruelty, or if he took another 
wife not to her liking, the wife could leave and marry 
again. The second or third marriage partner was more 
likely to be of the wife's own choosing."'' 

The obligations of a wife toward her husband's kin 
group and vice versa were most apparent in customs 
surrounding the death of a spouse. The widow observed 
a year of mourning . She allowed her hair to hang 
straight, she wore old clothes, and she carried a spirit 
bundle with her which she referred to as her husband. 
Into this bundle she put any new item she acquired over 
the year; at the proper time, the deceased husband's 
relatives took the bundle from her, distributed the con
tents among their kin, and dressed her in new clothes 

symbolizing her freedom to marry again. In the event of 
the death of a wife, the husband carried a smaller spirit 
bundle and also observed a year of mourning.^'' 

IT HAS generally been assumed, at least by most 20tb-
century scholars, popular novelists, and movie makers, 
that beyond the household level band and village affairs 
were invariably in the hands of male leaders or chiefs. 
This point of view ignores the fact that leadership had a 
wide variety of contexts in the yearly round of Ojibway 
life. Groups to be governed could be as small as a single 
family or berry-picking party or as large as intertribal 
war parties or the people wdio came together for village 
ceremonials. In general, men led male-oriented pursuits 
such as the bunt or a war party, while women leaders 
supervised activities within the female domain. There 
were occasions, however, when elderly women were 
chosen as spokespersons for hunt ing bands . These 
women managed the products of the bunt and negoti
ated deals with the traders.^•^ 

Secondly, the argument that only men were the 
leaders or chiefs in Ojibway history ignores the am
ple evidence in the historic record that suggests agents 
from the colonial regimes of France, Great Britain, and 
America actively interfered with the traditional, more 
flexible leadership system of the Ojibway, creating male 
chiefs when they needed them to serve the economic 
and political interests of each regime.^*' 

Finally, intriguing bits and pieces of information 
which have been virtually ignored by 20tb-century 
scholars offer the possibility that women village chiefs 
appeared with more frequency in eastern North America 
than bad previously been assumed. And as late as the 
19th century. United States government sources named 
three Ojibway women as recognized leaders or chiefs of 
their bands: "The head chief of the Pillagers, Flatmoutb, 
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has for several years resided in Canada, his sister, Ruth 
Flatmouth, is in her brother's absence the acknowledged 
Queen, or leader of the Pillagers; two other women of 
hereditary right acted as leaders of their respective 
bands, and at the request of the chiefs were permitted to 
sign the agreements." In 1889 government negotiators 
apparently felt compelled to explain to Congress why 
women were permi t ted to sign official agreements . 
Women leaders appear not to have been a problem for 
the Ojibway but rather for the member s of Euro-
American society.^' 

In addition to leadership roles in political affairs, 
women held other specialized status positions in Ojib
way history. Among the medico-religious specialists, 
medicine women played a prominent role. They not only 
treated iflness in general but served the special medical 
needs of other women, particularly at childbirth. VIedi
cine women were not just midwives, as most adult 
women knew how to assist in labor. They were called in 
when complications arose and were paid for their serv
ices as specialists. Medicine women were also con
sulted by women who wished to induce abortion or pre
vent a miscarriage. In the latter case, one medicine 
woman mixed certain herbs with lint and bad her patient 
stand over the smoldering mixture. Knowledge of this 
cure came "to my sister and me from my mother, and 
she received it from her grandmother. Since no 
one but my sister and I have this knowledge, and we 
won't live much longer, it \\'ill die when we go; it belongs 
to our family. ""̂  

Direct historical evidence points to another special
ized role played by a woman: that of prophet or shaman. 
In a small oval-shaped lodge, the prophet of the shaking 
tent could predict the future and determine the location 
of lost objects or missing persons by communicating 
with his or her guardian spirits. Blue Robed Cloud, who 
lived at Chequamegon Bay early in the f9th century, 
was such a prophet. She acquired her power in a youth
ful vision quest coincident with her first menstruation. 
In subsequent years, she used her gift of power to help 
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her people find game iu times of great need. After her 
first success, she recalled to Schoolcraft in later vears, 
"Vly reputation vvas established by this success, and 1 
was afterwards noted in the art of a medicine 

woman, and sung the songs which I have given to 
"29 

you. 
As war captives, women played specialized roles in 

intertribal matters of war and peace. Those who bad 
been taken as young girls and had eventually married 
into the enemy group were called upon to act as message 
carriers and peace mediators. Ojibway historian Warren 
mentioned one such woman who became the favorite 
wife of a Yankton Dakota chief According to oral tradi
tions, Shappa, head chief of the Yankton Dakota, sent bis 
Ojibway wife on a ""fleet horse" and with bis "peace 
pipe' to arrange a peace between his people and the 
Ojibway of the Pembina band. The image of women as 
peacemakers between tribal groups appears in the oral 
traditions of other Ojibway bands as well.'^" 

Oral tradition and primary sources provide evidence 
that some women became honored warriors, although 
men dominated that status position among the Ojibway. 
An account col lected by Schoolcraft, for example, 
speaks of an unnamed woman who demonstrated unusu
al courage on the path of war against Iroquois enemies. 
In the inid-19th century, another woman warrior, whose 
name has been translated as Hanging Cloud Woman, of 

A GRAND PORTAGE Ojibway inside her lodge put the 
finishing touches on a basket, about 1940. 



the Lac Courte Oreilles band in Wisconsin, became 
something of a legend among her people, according to 
three historical accounts. Hanging Cloud Woman was 
apparentb' a favorite daughter of her father. As a >'oung 
woman, she accompanied him and her brother on a 
hunting expedition, where thev' were attacked by a war 
partv' of Dakota. One account suggests that after her 
father was killed she pretended to be dead long enough 
to satisfv' enemv' suspicions. Then she grasped her 
father's gun and pursued the fleeing Dakota. In the 
months that followed her successful warrior exploits, she 
was honored in many Ojibway lodges throughout the 
surrounding territory. This woman warrior eventuallv' 
married, and at one point in her life found herself with 
t\\'o husbands. Apparently she assumed that a first hus
band had been killed in the Civil War and married 
another man, only to find out later that her first husband 
was alive. Hanging Cloud Woman ended her very long 
career as a housekeeper for a local lumber baron and 
died in f919.^' 

All too brief and scattered references to other such 
women among the Ojibway point to the possibility that 
this position was institutionalized, that there was a pat
t e rned , communi ty - recognized way of becoming a 
woman warrior. Warrior women, for example, exhibited 
common life histories: youthful vision quests wdiich 
pointed them in the direction of a career that crossed 
gender categories; parental and community recognition 
of their superior athletic skills; and delayed inarriage. 
Taken together, this information suggests that the Ojib
way maintained culturally recognized channels that 
women could use to enter male-dominated domains. 

IN EXPLORING women's status in hunting societies 
beyond fleeting impressions and commonly accepted 
stereotypes, a new image of Ojibway women begins to 
emerge. This image speaks of dynamic and resourceful 
\\'oinen wdiose contributions encompassed traditionally 
defined female roles and reached beyond them into 
nearly every facet of life. Women were in a very real 
sense economic providers. They worked alone and iu 
groups to construct the lodges, collect the firewood, 
make the clothing, and produce a substantial portion of 

the food supply. Credit for these contributions has for 
too long been bidden in the sources because historians 
and ethnologists presumed women's work to be sup
plementary and secondary to the primary hunting role of 
men. Furthermore, continued references to women's 
ownership and distribution rights, to their products, and 
to their strong voice in determining how male-acquired 
resources should be distributed suggest that the prod
ucts of women's work were appreciated by the Ojibway 
themselves. 

OjiJ^way oral tradition emphasized the distinctive
ness of the sexes, and child-rearing practices stressed sex 
separation in work roles, dress, and mannerisms. While 
the ideal of sex separation ordered the work world and 
social life into mutual ly d e p e n d e n t spheres , some 
women were able to make unique contributions in male-
dominated areas with seeming ease. Repeated clues in 
the primary historical sources resolve this apparent con
tradiction. Taken together, they describe the Ojibway as 
an egalitarian society, a society that placed a premium 
value on individuality. Women as well as men could step 
outside the boundaries of traditional sex role assign
ments and, as indiv iduals , make g roup- re spec t ed 
choices. '" 

Perhaps the over-all status of women in Ojibway his
tory and the quality of the relationship between the 
sexes is best summarized by the scientist-explorer, 
Joseph Nicollet, who nearly 150 years ago as a guest in 
Ojibway lodges of northern Vlinnesota observed that 
family life was "not a matter of one sex having power 
over the o the r ' but a matter of mutual respect.'^'^ 
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THE PHOTOGRAPH on p. 
237, top. is by Richardson 
Photo-Illustration Co.; p. 237, 
bottom, by Frances Densmore; 
p. 239, bottom, by J. T 
Horton: those on p. 239, top, 
and 240 are by T. W. IngersoU. 
All are in the MHS audio-visual 
library. 
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